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Luther Tweeten,  G. Bradley Cilley, and Isaac Popoola
The trend toward larger and fewer farms has  over time.  "Consistency"  is not  entirely com-
alarmed  many  persons  who  view  the  small  plete,  however,  because  inflation  shifts  some
farm as an integral  part of American  society.  farms with constant real sales volume from one
Advocates  of  the small  farm  have  called  for  pecuniary sales class to another. The effect was
policies  to halt  the  continuing  decline  in  the  minor in the 1959-69  period when the index of
number of small farms in the United States. In  prices received increased only 11 percent. How-
evaluating  the  merits  of  potential  policies,  ever,  between  1969  and  1974  the  index  in-
understanding the composition  of small farms  creased  79  percent,  making  comparisons
in the U.S. is critical.  between  1974 and other years difficult. Nearly
Appropriate public policy would be very dif-  as many  farms  entered as left  the  small farm
ferent if  small  farms  were  operated  solely  by  category;  hence  1969-1974  inflation decreased
households  with  substantial  off-farm  income  farm numbers  in the $2,500-20,000  sales cate-
and who need  no public  assistance,  solely  by  gory  by  only  1.9  percent  (Lin  and  Emerson,
households pursuing  an  alternative  to urban-  Table 1).
industrial  society's  lifestyle  and who want  no  We classify small farms into three basic cate-
public assistance, or solely by households  who  gories:  part-time  farms,  defined  as  units
are aged and disabled and who want and need  where the operator works 200 days or more per
public  assistance  to  avoid  absolute  year off the farm,  farms  operated  by an aged
deprivation.  head (65 years of age or older),  and "bona fide"
Carlin,  Carlin and  Crecink,  Lewis,  and  Lar-  small  farms,  approximated  by the  difference
son and Lewis provide data on the composition  between  the number of all small farms and the
of small farms.  The purpose of our article is to  number of farms with part-time and aged oper-
present additional information on the composi-  ators. "Bona fide"  small farms tend to be ocu-
tion of small farms by state and region using a  pied by operator households who depend on the
typology designed to be helpful in research and  farm for their livelihood but with breadwinners
public policy  formulation.  The  data  (from  the  who are not aged.
U.S.  Census  of  Agriculture  for  years  1959,  The  typology  is  designed  to  render  small
1964,  1969,  and  1974) suggest  hypotheses  for  farms  relatively  homogenous  within  and
public policy as well as further refinements  in  heterogeneous  among  classes.  Suggested
the way data are collected and classified in sub-  public policies for each class, chosen to raise in-
sequent Censuses.  comes  of  households  to  at least  the  poverty
Farm size has been defined by various criter-  threshold in the most efficient or cost-effective
ia,  including  acres  of land,  units of livestock,  manner,  can  be viewed  as hypotheses and are
value of farm products sold,  total assets,  total  set forth  in  the  concluding  section.  Tests  of
inputs, total output,  level of farm income,  and  these  hypotheses  await  improved  data,  not
amount of labor supplied by the operator.  For  only  on  the classification  of small  farms  but
the  purposes  of  our  article,  we  define  small  also on the impact of public policy on the sub-
farms as those having annual sales of farm pro-  classes.
ducts  greater  than  $2,500  but  less  than
$20,000.  This definition has shortcomings, but  RESULTS
has  the  advantage  of  data  consistency  and
availability  over  time.  Census  of  Agriculture  Tables  1 through 4  contain basic  U.S. data
(U.S. Bureau of the Census)  data are confined  by region and state on the number and percent-
to  the  years  1959,  1964,  1969,  and  1974  to  age  of all  small  farms  and  of  small  farms  in
maintain continuity  in the definition of a farm  each of the three categories.
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77All Small Farms  farms decreased by 303,842 or 58.7 percent be-
tween  1959  and  1974.  The  region  with  the
fewest  small  farms  for the  entire period  was
The  number  of  small  farms  in  the  U.S.  New  England, where the number decreased by
dropped from  1,752,429  in  1959  (Table  1) to  18,397  or 73.9 percent  over the  15  years,  the
888,710 in 1974 (Table 4),  a decline of 50.7 per-  highest percentage  decrease  in the number of
cent  in  15  years.  The largest  decrease  in  the  small farms in any region for  1959-1974.  The
actual number of farms occurred between  1959  East  South  Central region  had  the  smallest
and  1964  when  339,333  farms  disappeared.  percentage  decrease  (26.7) of any region in the
However,  the  largest  percentage  decrease  in  number of small farms between 1959 and 1974.
the number of small farms took place between  Table 5 shows the relative ranking of regions
1969 and 1974  when the number of  farms de-  in terms of their contribution to the total num-
creased by  24.6 percent, of  which  1.9  percent-  ber  of  small  farms  in  the  U.S.  for  1959  and
age points were due to inflation.  1974. The West North Central and East North
The West North Central region had the larg-  Central maintained the first and second  rank-
est  number  of  small  farms  during the  1959-  ings,  respectively,  for  the  two  periods.  The
1974 period. In this region the number of small  third place  ranking  which  was  held  by  the
TABLE  1.  NUMBER  AND  PERCENTAGE  OF  ALL  SMALL  FARMS,  SMALL  FARMS
WITH  OPERATORS  WORKING  MORE  THAN  200  DAYS  OFF  THE  FARM,
SMALL FARMS WITH OPERATORS OVER 65 YEARS  OF AGE, AND  BONAFIDE
SMALL  FARMS  FOR  1959.
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78South  Atlantic region  in 1959 was  taken  over  sector.  We initially categorized  the number of
by the East South Central region  in 1974.  The  part-time  small  farms  according  to  four
large decreases in the number of small farms in  alternative  criteria:  (1)  small  farms  with
the New  England  and South  Atlantic regions  operators who  define their occupation as other
are further emphasized by this table.  than farming, (2) small  farms with more  than
Interestingly,  in 1959  the three  states with  $5,000  of  annual  off-farm  family  income,  (3)
the largest number of small  farms were  Iowa,  small farms  with operators working  150  days
Minnesota, and Wisconsin  whereas in 1974 the  or more annually in off-farm jobs,  or (4)  small
three states with the largest number of small  farms  with  operators  working  200  days  or
farms were Texas, Kentucky, and Missouri.  more  annually  in  off-farm  jobs.  By these  re-
spective  definitions,  40.0,  43.6,  36.3,  and 31.3
Part-Time Farms  percent of small farms were part-time in 1974.
Although the numbers of part-time farms were
Part-time farms are usually  defined as small  fewer  under  definition  4,  the shares  of  part-
farming units characterized by operator-house-  time farms among states and census divisions
holds  whose  income  is  derived  mostly  from  as a proportion  of the U.S.  total were  similar
labor  or  resources  devoted  to  the  nonfarm  under each of  the four definitions.  Because  of
TABLE 2.  NUMBER  AND  PERCENTAGE  OF  ALL  SMALL  FARMS,  SMALL  FARMS
WITH  OPERATORS  WORKING  MORE  THAN  200  DAYS  OFF  THE  FARM,
SMALL FARMS WITH OPERATORS OVER 65 YEARS  OF AGE, AND  BONAFIDE
SMALL  FARMS  FOR  1964.
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79this pattern and  because  only  data based  on  percent,  the largest  increase  taking place  be-
the 200-day  off-farm  work  criterion are avail-  tween  1964  and  1969.  During  the  1964-1969
able for each census year, only definition 4 data  period the number of part-time farms increased
are shown herein.  by 83,369 farms or 36.9 percent. Between  1969
We caution that the data do not, but ideally  and  1974  the  number of  part-time farms  ap-
should, exclude  age or disabled farm operators.  pears to have decreased by 30,475 farms or 9.8
Definition  4  of  the part-time farm category  is  percent.  Because  of  alleged  undercount in the
expected  implicitly  to exclude  most  part-time  1974  Census,  we  cannot  be  certain that the
farms  with  aged  and  disabled  breadwinners,  number of part-time farms is actually  decreas-
but census data are not suitable for testing this  ing.  We  await  data from the  1978  Census  of
hypothesis, nor do they allow us to exclude dis-  Agriculture to resolve the issue.
abled operators from the bona fide  farm class.
One  advantage  in  eliminating  the  off-farm  The  largest decrease  in the number of  part-
income  category  is  to reduce the effects  of in-  time farms between  1969 and 1974 occurred in
flation on the number of part-time farmers.  the West  South  Central region  where  10,938
Between  1959 and 1974, the number of part-  farms (21.6 percent) were lost. This percentage
time  farms increased  by  57,733  farms or  26.1  decrease  in the number of part-time farms was
TABLE 3.  NUMBER  AND  PERCENTAGE  OF  ALL  SMALL  FARMS,  SMALL  FARMS
WITH  OPERATORS  WORKING  MORE  THAN  200  DAYS  OFF  THE  FARM,
SMALL FARMS WITH OPERATORS OVER 65 YEARS OF AGE, AND BONAFIDE
SMALL  FARMS  FOR  1969.
FARM  OPERATOR  WORKS
STATE  ALL SMALL FARMS  MORE THAN 200 HOURS  FARMS WITH AGED  BONAFIDE SMALL
An)  ({SALES  $2500-$  19999)  OFF  THE  FARM  OPERATORS  (65+)  FARMS
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80matched by the decrease  in the New  England  of part-time  farms in  each  of the three  inter-
region. These  two regions were followed by the  mediate periods between 1959 and 1974.
East  South  Central  region  which  had  a  de-  The number of part-time farms in the United
crease of 20.6 percent between  1969 and 1974.  States  increased  as a  percentage  of  all  small
The  New  England,  Middle  Atlantic,  and  farms between  1959 and  1974.  The number of
Pacific regions  deviate from the remaining six  part-time farms in relation to the number of all
regions  in  that  they  had  decreases  in  the  small farms was largest in 1974, but the great-
number of part-time farms for the whole period  est census  year-to-year increase in this percent-
1959-1974.  Between  1959 and 1974 the number  age  occurred  between  1964  and  1969.
of  part-time  farms  decreased  in  the  New  Although the number of part-time farms in the
England region by  58.4 percent, in the Middle  New England and Middle Atlantic regions de-
Atlantic  region  by  18.6  percent,  and  in  the  dined  sharply  throughout  the  period  1954-
Pacific  region  by  1.3  percent. The  Pacific  re-  1974,  the number of such farms as a percent-
gion  realized  an  increase  of  5,245  part-time  age of all small farms increased. Thus, any de-
farms, or 34.6 percent, between  1965 and 1969.  crease in  numbers  of part-time  farms was  at-
However,  the  New  England  and  Middle  tended by a larger decrease in numbers of other
Atlantic regions  show decreases  in the number  small farms.
TABLE 4.  NUMBER  AND  PERCENTAGE  OF  ALL  SMALL  FARMS,  SMALL  FARMS
WITH  OPERATORS  WORKING  MORE  THAN  200  DAYS  OFF  THE  FARM,
SMALL FARMS WITH OPERATORS OVER 65 YEARS OF AGE, AND BONAFIDE
SMALL  FARMS  FOR  1974.
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81TABLE 5.  RELATIVE  RANKING  OF  Between 1964 and 1969 the number of farms in
REGIONS  BY  NUMBER  OF  this category  decreased  by 29  percent in New
ALL SMALL FARMS  England  and  30.4  percent  in  the  Middle  At-
Year  lantic  region.  However,  between  1969  and
1959  1974  1974, the number of such farms decreased only
Region  %  of  U.S.  Total  Region  %  of  U.S.  Total  18.5 percent in  New England and 3.6 percent in
West  North  Central  29.54  West  North  Central  24.05  the Middle Atlantic region.
East  North  Central  21.76  East  North  Central  20.89  With  the  exception  of  the  New  England,
South  Atlantic  12.75  East  South  Central  14.24  Middle  Atlantic,  and  East  North  Central  re-
West  South  Central  10.55  West  South  Central  14.12  gions,  each regionhad increases  in  the number
of farms with aged operators between  1964 and
East  South  Central  9.86  South  Atlantic  12.83 1969. The East North Central region is unique
Middle  Atlantic  5.66  Moutain  4.65  in that the number of farms in this category de-
Moutain  4.37  Pacific  4.62  creased  between  1959 and  1964 as well as be-
Pacific  4.09  Middle  Atlantic  3.81  tween 1964 and 1969, but increased 9.2 percent
New  England  1.42  New  England  ..73  between 1969 and 1974.
Although  the  number  of  farms  with  aged
Few operators  who  work  200 days  or  more  operators  increased little  during the  15  years
off  the farm  are  expected  to  be  aged  or  dis-  between  1959 and 1974,  the relative importance
abled.  Nonetheless,  a  precise  statement  re-  of this category  in terms of all small farms in-
quires yet unavailable  data which cross-classify  creased.  Nationally  the number of farms  with
small farms  into aged-disabled  part-time  sub-  aged  operators  as  a  percentage  of  all  small
categories.  It would  be  helpful  to  be  able  to  farms increased  from  10.9  percent  in 1959  to
divide  part-time  small farms  (excluding those  22.6 percent in 1974.
operated  by the aged  and disabled)  into  sub-  We  hypothesize  that  programs  to  improve
categories  of those with operators  above and  productivity  and  human  and material  capital
below the poverty  line as well as other income  of  this  category  of  small  farms  have  low
thresholds.  The hypothesis  is that the propor-  benefit-cost ratios because of high costs of pro-
tion  of part-time  farmers in  poverty  is  small.  grams  and  limited  work  life  expectancy  and
The  capacity  of part-time  farmers  to  respond  present value  of increased  productivity.  Data
profitably  to  research-extension  programs  is  are  needed  to identify  two  subclasses  of  the
restrained  by intense claims on their time and  aged-disabled  category:  those with adequate
by limited farming resources and output.  income and net worth and those without.  The
former are of low priority for additional public
Farms With Aged Operators  programs.  The latter can probably  be  helped
most cost effectively  (most income  generated
In  the  period  between  1959  and  1974  the  per  Treasury  dollar  spent)  by  social  welfare
number of small farms with aged operators in-  (transfer) programs.
creased  by  9,801  farms  or  5.1  percent.  The
largest increase,  20,253  farms or 11.7 percent,  Bona Fide Farms
occurred  between  1964  and  1969.  As  in  the
case  of  part-time  farms,  the increases  in  the  The  final  category  of  "bona  fide"  small
number of farms with aged operators appear to  farms  is  ideally  defined  and measured  by  the
have  slowed  between  1969  and  1974.  The  number of farms  occupied  by operator-house-
number of farms in this category  increased by  holds who depend  on the farm for their liveli-
only  7,085  or  3.7  percent  between  1969  and  hood but with breadwinners  neither aged  nor
1974.  disabled.  However,  published  data  do  not
Regionally,  only four areas  had increases  in  identify the number of disabled operators. This
the number  of farms  with aged  operators  be-  third category of small farms is approximated
tween 1959 and 1974-the East South Central,  herein by the total number of small farms less
West South Central, West North Central,  and  the number of small farms with aged operators
South Atlantic  regions.  Of  the four,  the East  and  with  part-time  operators.  Problems  of
South Central region had the largest increase.  over-  and  undercounting  are  unavoidable.
The  New  England  and  Middle  Atlantic  re-  Double counting of some aged part-time farm-
gions  showed  losses  in  the number  of  farms  ers  causes  undercounting  of  the  number  of
with aged operators  throughout the  15  years.  bona fide farms. Inability to identify the phys-
The  number  of  farms  in  this  category  de-  ically and mentally disabled causes  overcount-
creased  by  62.1  percent  and 47.5  percent  be-  ing  of the  number  of  bona  fide  farms,  other
tween 1954 and 1979 in the  New England and  things  equal.  It should  also  be kept  in mind
Middle  Atlantic regions,  respectively.  The de-  that the use of the most restrictive of the four
creases in the number of farms with aged oper-  definitions  of  part-time  farms  results  in  the
ators in these two regions appear to be slowing,  greatest number of bona fide farms, a residual.
82The number of bona fide farms decreased  by  ideologies of organic farming or energy conser-
931,253  or  69  percent  between  1959  and  vation, seek to escape urban-industrial culture,
1974.  As  in  the  case  of  part-time  farms  and  and have no plans to increase the size of their
farms  with  aged  and  disabled  operators,  the  operations  or to obtain off-farm employment?
largest adjustment in the number of bona fide  How  many have adequate  basic management
farms  occurred  between  1964  and  1969  when  skills, potentially can obtain competitive rates
the number  decreased  by  338,077.  However,  of  return  on  use  of  additional  capital,  and
the  largest  percentage  decrease  occurred  be-  desire to expand in farming but lack credit to
tween  1969 and  1974  when  266,541  farms  or  do so? How many desire or plan to obtain off-
39.4 percent disappeared.  farm employment?  How many have not taken
The  smallest  numbers  of  bona  fide  farms  off-farm  employment  for  lack  of  marketable
were in the New England and Middle Atlantic  skills and/or  local off-farm  job  opportunities?
regions. These two regions also had the largest  How  many  are  new  entrants  into  farming
percentage  decreases  in  the  number  of  bona  and/or  in  young  and  prime  age  groups  with
fide farms between  1959 and  1974,  an 81  per-  potential  for growth into  commercial  farming
cent decline in New England and a 79  percent  units?
decline in the Middle Atlantic  region over the  A number of the foregoing dimensions can be
15 years. The decreases  in the number of bona  measured with data from sample surveys. Ana-
fide farms  in these  two  regions  appear  to be  lytical  issues  requiring  in-depth  research  in-
slowing.  elude  the extent to which  operators  are using
Absolute  and  percentage  reductions  in  the  their resources  efficiently;  how  many can  be
number of bona fide small farms appear to be  helped by research-extension programs provid-
slowing in several other regions as well.  In the  ing  a  favorable  social  benefit-cost  ratio?  A
East South Central region the number of bona  hypothesis  is  that  benefit-cost  ratios  can  be
fide small farms decreased  by 32.2 percent be-  favorable  for  research  and extension  directed
tween  1964 and 1969 but by only  21.8 percent  at small farm operators but that comparative-
between  1969  and  1974.  The  number  of  such  ly few dollars (not enough to raise most target
farms  in the South Atlantic  region  decreased  families  out  of  poverty)  are added  to income
by 37.8 percent between  1964 and 1969 but by  before  marginal  net  benefits  fall  short  of
only 32.8 percent between 1969 and 1974.  marginal costs. Additional research  topics are
The number of bona fide farms is decreasing  suggested by Madden and Tischbein.
in relation to the total number of small farms,
but the rate of  decrease  is  declining.  In 1964
bona fide farms constituted 71.8 percent of all  SUMMARY  AND CONCLUSIONS
small  farms.  By  1969  this  percentage  had
dropped to 57.4, a decrease  of 14.4 percentage  Extrapolation of either the 1959-1969  or the
points.  The percentage of all small farms that  1959-1974 trend in Figure 1, which would  sug-
were  bona  fide farms  was  46.1  in  1974,  a  de-  gest that bona fide small farms  will vanish  in
crease of 11.3 percentage points from 1969.  the  1980s,  is  not  realistic  and  we  predict  a
The  bona fide  small farm class is of special  major  slowdown  in  the  rate  of  decline  in
interest  to  scientists  and  administrators  be-  number of  small farms.  The large decrease  in
cause of potential benefits from agricultural  re-  the number of bona fide small farms indicated
search-extension  programs.  We  hypothesize  by Figure 1 cannot continue. With a slowdown
that the proportion of operators  in poverty is  in demise of bona fide farms and steady or even
high and that the prospects for efficiency gains  increasing  numbers  of  farms  with  aged  and
from  agricultural  research-extension  focused  with part-time  operators  (see  trend in  Figure
on the entire class are favorable although much  1),  the total number of small farms will tend to
lower  than  for  commercial  family  farms  (see  stabilize or to grow!  However, the sharp reduc-
Smith, Hall, and Simon, Ladiwig and Edmond-  tion in the number of bona fide farms suggests
son,  West  et  al.).  Because  of  limited  public  that if efforts to retain substantial numbers  of
funds, priority for such efforts within the bona  this  class  by reversing  the  sharp  downtrend
fide  small  farm  category  would  be  given  to  are  to  be  successful,  major  public  efforts  to
farmers  with low  income  but  potential  to in-  that end must begin soon.
crease earnings.  How many are in poverty and  Projections of future trends in the number of
what  are  their  socioeconomic-demographic  small farms are obscured somewhat by the con-
characteristics?  Fragmentary  evidence  founding  of  (1)  the  predicted  slowdown  in
suggests that poverty is very high in the under  demise  of  small  farms,  (2)  the  1974  Census
$10,000  sales  class  (Smith, Hall,  and  Simon).  undercount,  and  (3)  inflation  moving  small
How  many  are  alternative  lifestyle  operators  farms to larger apparent sales classes.  Farms
with adequate  human resources  to earn much  entering  the  $2,500-20,000  sales  category
more in nonfarm  employment  but who are  of  solely  because  of inflation  between  1969  and
nonfarm origin,  accept low incomes  to pursue  1974  totaled  250,700;  farms  exiting  totaledFIGURE  1.  NUMBER OF  SMALL FARMS  We  do  not  know  the  extent  of  Census  of
IN  THE  U.S.  BY  CATEGORY  Agriculture  undercount  in  1974  and  have  no
FOR  CENSUS  YEARS,  1959-  reason to believe the undercount was especial-
1974.  ly great for  any one category of  small  farms.
1,400  Preliminary  findings  of  the  1978  Census  of
Agriculture  reported  to the  Census  Advisory
Committee  (of which  the senior  author was  a
1,200  member)  provide a basis  for expecting  a more
complete  count  in  1978  and  a  foundation  for
resolving concerns about the 1974 Census.
\^,~  \s000  The following hypotheses regarding effective
~1,000  "remedial  measures  are  advanced  for  further
\  Bonafide  study.
^800  \
1.  Incomes  of  the  small-farm  households
600ve~~~~~  A~\  with aged and disabled breadwinners can
_  600-  \  be raised most cost effectively  by public
assistance transfer payments.
aI^~~~  \^  ~  ~  1  2.  Incomes of part-time farmers are for the
400  most  part above  the  poverty  threshold
Irzg  ~~Part-time  and gains in farm output from public ef-
forts to improve  their efficiency  will  be
-¢_____<Afged  modest  in  relation  to  costs.  Therefore,
200  -e  such farmers are not of high priority for
public policy on either equity or efficien-
cy grounds.
o  _',  3.  Incomes  of  the  bona  fide,  able-bodied
1959  1964  1969  1974  YEAR  small-farm  operators who depend  on the
Source:  U.S. Bureau of the Census.  farm  for  their  livelihood  can  be  raised
with agricultural research-extension  pro-
273,200  for a net loss of 22,500  or  1.9 percent  grams  within current  fencelines  as  indi
of the 1969 total number of small farms.  Bias  cated in the text, but scopefor increased
is also present within the small farm category.  income with favorable benefit-cost ratios
Farms  with  sales  of  less  than  $2,500  which  under  such programs  is  limited because
such  farms  have  few  resources  and
entered the small category because of inflationexhi  dsecom  ies  of  size.  sourcsan
had  comparatively  high  proportions  of  part-  exhibit  diseconomies  of  ize.  Significant
time and of aged operators whereas farms with  gains  are  possible  only by expansion  of
sales  of over $20,000  which exited  because  the  size  of farming operations,  specialty
inflation  had comparatively  high  proportions  enterprises,  or by off-farm employment.
of  "bona  fide"  operators.  Estimates  of  the
shares of farms by category  as shown in Table
4  and as adjusted for inflation  by use  of infla-  Though identification of subgroups and their
tion-adjusted  economic  class  data  from  Lin  characteristics  is  important  for  policy  pur-
and Emerson for 1974  follow.  poses,  identification  of regional  trends also  is
related  to  the  success  of  policies.  Regional
Percentage  differences  in  numbers,  composition,  and
Small Farm  Adjusted for  trends  of  small  farms,  as  shown  herein,  are
Category  Unadjusted  Inflation  great.  For  example,  nationally  the  decline  in
number of all small farms  showed few signs  of
Part time  31.3  30.9  abating by  1974.  However, the decrease  in the
Boa fide  6  22.3  number of small farms for the second and third
~Bona  tf~~ide  _  46.1  (46.8  largest regions in terms of farm numbers (East
Total  100.0  100.0  North Central, East South Central) leveled off.
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